Enkephalin-like immunoreactive neurons and fibers in the ventromedial hypothalamic nucleus.
Enkephalin-like immunoreactive (ENK-IR) neurons and fibers in the rat ventromedial hypothalamic nucleus (VMH) were examined by light and electron microscopy using the peroxidase-antiperoxidase immunocytochemistry. There were groups of ENK-IR neurons present in the ventrolateral part of the VMH, and such neurons were scattered elsewhere. These neurons had perikarya 10-25 microns in diameter with moderately developed cell organelles and enfolded nuclei that were often distributed eccentrically placed in the cell. The perikarya and dendrites contained diffuse, large-cored vesicles (LCV) (60-230 nm with a predominance in the 60-80 nm). ENK-IR neurons received synaptic inputs on the soma and dendrites from unlabeled axonal boutons containing many small, clear vesicles and occasional LCV. The ultrastructural features of the ENK-IR cells in the VMH seemed to correspond to the "common cells" described by Millhouse. Dense ENK-IR fibers were distributed in this nucleus throughout the rostrocaudal and ventrodorsal areas. Axonal boutons containing numerous small, clear vesicles, and dispersed LCV generally made synaptic contacts with the cell bodies and dendrites of unlabeled neurons. The findings suggest that opioid peptides directly influence VMH neurons through synaptic contacts.